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November 10, 1968 -- RNG 


BOMBING CESSATION 


At San Antonio a year ago, President Johnson said that we were prepared 
to stop the bombing of North Vietnam when we had reason to believe that this 
would lead to prompt productive discussions under the assumption that the 
North Vietnamese would not take advantage of our restraint. 

On March 31, the President ordered a cessation of bombing north of 
the ZOth parallel. 

When the talks began in May, Ambassador Harriman was instructed to 
tell the North Vietnamese that the U. S. was prepared to stop the bombing over 
the rest of North Vietnam if the North Vietnamese would not take advantage 
of us and would promptly enter into serious discussions. TAB A 


For many weeks the North Vietnamese refused to discuss what they 
might do after a bombing cessation. They insisted that any bombing halt must 
be unconditional, and they refused to discuss any "reciprocity 11 on their part. 


On June 5, the President received a letter from Chairman Kosygin 
stating that he and his colleagues had grounds to believe that a cessation of 
the bombing of North Vietnam could contribute to a break-through in the 
situation and produce prospects for a peaceful settlement. _ 



/ 


/ 


In late June we put forward a specific complex proposal under which 
we might have stopped the bombing in return for an explicit advance under¬ 
standing on certain theoretical "reciprocal" or "balanced" subsequent actions. 
These included respect for the DMZ, no attacks on major cities and GVN 
presence which was necessary for serious talks. 

The North Vietnamese consistently rejected both the framework and the 
contents of this proposal. 


In the late July and early August period, we took note of the low level 
of military activity in South Vietnam, although all the military evidence pointed 
to its being simply preparatory to another offensive in August. We followed 
up all leads to see if there was any authoritative North Vietnamese statement 
that the lull had political significance, and above all that it was meant as an 
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indication of further military restraint. Lacking any such authoritative 
statement from any quarter, we rejected throughout this period any thought 
of acting on the basis of the lull alone. Apart from other factors, we 
recognized that to do so would not leave anywhere near the clear record 
we required on just what military restraints would be expected of Hanoi, nor 
would we have had the necessary express agreement on the GVN presence. 

was clear, that, if we had stopped at this point, we would have 
faced the August offensive, in all probability, and a long wrangle over GVN 
participation -- which would have got nowhere. 

After a series of exchanges, the President communicated the following 
to the Soviet leaders on September 15: / "Setting all political argum^tiTsTHg^ 
TEesimple fact is that the President could not maintain a cessation of the 
bombing of North Vietnam unless it were very promptly evident to him, to 
the American people, and to our allies, that such an action was, indeed, a 
step toward peace. A cessation of bombing which would be followed by 

\ 

-- abuses of the DMZ, 

* * 

Viet Cong and North Vietnamese attacks on cities or such 
populated areas as provincial capitals, 

•- or a refusal of the authorities in Hanoi to enter promptly into 
serious political discussions which included the elected 
government of the Republic of Vietnam, could simply not 
be sustained. 11 

We have reason to believe that this fundamental statement of our position 
was communicated to Hanoi. 

^The President discussed our three points with Ambassador Harriman, 
whom he saw on September If and with Ambassador Vance, whom he saw 
on October 3. Both fully understood our position. 

Secretary Rusk, in talking with Foreign Minister Gromyko, in New York 
at the United Nations General Assembly, on September 30 and October 6, 
further reinforced these three points and emphasized that there could be no 
"serious talks" without the Government of Vietnam at the table. Foreign 
Minister Gromyko made no commitments to us but it is possible that Moscow 
has underlined this point in Hanoi. 
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in Hanoi's position as representing a possibility of serious movement 
toward peace. They believed that the risks were low and manageable. 

Mr. Helms and General Taylor concurred. 

At 1:30 on Monday, October 14, the President met with all the members 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. They went over the same ground. The President 

polled the members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff individually. They concurred 
unanimously. 

We then consulted the other troop-contributing countries. They all 
supported the course of action that the U. S. and GVN had agreed on. 

We then instructed Harriman and Vance to put the proposition to the 
North Vietnamese, including a meeting with the GVN present "the next day. " 

They had earlier said substantive discussions could start the day after the 
bombing cessation. 

At this point Hanc^balked^^rhey said the next day was impossible. 

^Two weeks of very hard negotiations ensued in which Hanoi sought the 
following: 


first, a. communique in which we accepted the concept that a 
bombing halt was M unconditional, n 

-- second, a period of -- at first -- "weeks, " then two weeks; 
then one week between the bombing halt and the first meeting with the GVN 
present. 


third, a statement about the subsequent talks which would 
elevate them to being a "four-power conference. " This was designed to 
i^fls-te the status of the NLF and greatly embarrass Saigon. 

On our side we insisted that -- although we did not plan to have 

representatives of the government talk about _we-wquld not 

sign a document which said the bombing halt was~"^unconditional. 

In a meeting in Paris on Sunday afternoon, October 27, we achieved 
a breakthrough. 











Sunday evening we reviewed the situation from every possible angle 
and concluded that Hanoi had fully met the substance of our position. Before 
taking this significant step, the President wanted to reassure himself that 
this step would in no way place our fighting men at a military disadvantage. 

Meanwhile, on October 23, the President had consulted General 
Momyer, former air commander in Viet Nam, who judged that the threat 
of a violation of the conditions of a bombing cessation was "wholly acceptable. " 
TAB C 

Early Tuesday morning, October 29, General Abrams assured the 
President in person that it was the right thing to do. 

Meanwhile, on Monday October 28, Ambassador Bunker informed us 
that he had reached agreement with Thieu on the joint statement to be issued 
when the bombing ceased. 

The night of the 28/29th, Ambassador Bunker was informed that the 
President had made no decision on Hanoi ! s proposal. However, the President 
wished him to go over the proposal thoroughly with Thieu alone and to obtain 
his personal concurrency to reach Washington early Tuesday morning. He 
was also directed to obtain Thieu 1 s concurrence to issuance of the joint agreed 
announcement at 7 p. m. , October 29 (the effective time of the cessation) on 
the basis of Hanoi 1 s willingness to meet on November 2. 

To meet the 7 p. m. cessation time, military orders should have been 
issued between 6 and 7 a. m. At this point, Thieu hedged. He said November 2 
was too soon for a meeting and suggested the first meeting be put off for a few 
days. He said that he must also talk to Ky and that he would have an answer 
by 9 a. m. Washington time. 

At 9:15 a. m. , Vance reported from Paris by telephone that the DRV 
was asking for a meeting at 11 in order to get an answer to their Sunday 
proposal. On instructions, Vance agreed to a 1 p. m. meeting -- later 
postponed to 2 p. m. 

At 2 p. m. , October 29 (3 a. m. , the 30th, in Saigon), Ambassador 
Bunker reported that it was clear that the GVN was not ready to proceed 
because: 

-- he had to consult with assembly leaders (this point had 
never been raised before); 











-- he was no longer satisfied with the your-side/our-side 
formula (the GVN had agreed in June); 

_questions of procedure needed to be settled before the first 

meeting (this point was a proper subject for a first meeting); 

-- November 2 was too soon (Thieu had previously agreed to 
3 , meeting within 24 hours of the bombing cessation, and all our efforts had 
been to persuade the DRV to accept a minimum time interval). 

At this point, the President -- with the unanimous advice of his 
advisors in Washington, Paris, and Saigon -- decided that we must proceed 
on the basis of the previously agreed joint position. We had gotten everything 
we had asked for and everything had been previously cleared with Thieu. 
During the ensuing 43 hours, every effort was made to get Thieu and Ky to 
live up to the bargain they had agreed to on October 15 and which had been 
reaffirmed as late as October 28 — which was the basis for our agreement 
with the DRV and for our engaging the Soviets to use their influence with 
Hanoi. 


Meanwhile in Pari^, the DRV asked what our problems were. If we would 
let them know what had caused us difficulties, they would take it into consideratio 
Shortly afterward, the Soviet Embassy in Paris told Vance that Kosygin was 
waiting to hear the status of the situation and that his government had great 
interest in seeing the matter "satisfactorily resolved. " Vance said that we 
would not be stopping the bombing at 7 p. m., and he had no instructions on 
whether we would be stopping at 11a. m. the next day, the 30th. 

Late in the evening of the/Z9th\ Bunker delivered to Thieu a stiff 
message from the President. (By^tnis time, it was 1 p. m. in Saigon -- only 
eight hours after Thieu had retired after his early morning session with 
Bunker in which he had stated his four conditions.) Thieu reacted emotionally 
and said he would have to consult with his colleagues and would give us an 
answer that day. 

Eight hours later (7:30 a. m. , 3-0th, Washington time), the Foreign 
Minister informed Bunker that if North Vietnam would give assurances that 
there w'-'nld b 0 s eparate NLF delegation, the GVN would tom us in an 
announcement and a meeting; otherwise, the GVN would not participate. 



That afternoon, 30 

_ ^^ 

tell Thieu when he saw him early the next morning, Saigon time, the 31st, 

that: 











-- the President would issue orders to stop the bombing about ^ 

8 p. m. , Washington time, the following day; ] 

-- we were informing the North Vietnamese of that fact tonight, / 
and that we expected that the next meeting in Paris would not be before 
November 6 under the agreed upon representation formula; j 

-- the President hoped that Thieu would join in the announcement 
previously agreed upon. 

On the 31st, Bunker held a series of meetings with Thieu, Ky, and 
Foreign Minister Thanh. During the course of the day, a number of change:s 
were agreed upon in the Joint Declaration. 1 

At 7 p. m., Bunker reported that Thieu still insisted on changes in the\ 
proposed joint announcement which were unacceptable to us. \ 

By this time, the Presidential candidates and Congressional leadership^ 
had been informed, the NSC had met, the troop-contributing countries and 
other countries were being notified, and the backgrounders for the Presidents 
8 p. m. speech were already in progress. 


Since th^\31st of October, our strategy has been to: 


-- stall the talks in Paris to give the GVN time to come around; 

-- express to Thieu our understanding of his political problems, 
but let him know that we cannot stall forever; / 

-- knock down GVN-inspired stories implying they had not been 
fully consulted in the establishment of a jointly agreed upon position; I 

-- make Thieu understand that the American public will not 
support GVN efforts to veto a previously agreed upon approach toward a 
possible peaceful settlement; 

-- reassure Thieu that the U. S. will not recognize the NLF and 

will not agree to the imposition of a coalition government in South Viet Nam; 

* 

-- work with Thieu in an effort to find a face-saving formula which 
will enable us to get on with the peace talks. 
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